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Roberts et al.: Cooking with Mary Randolph

Cooking with Mary Randolph:
American Culinary Tradition and The Virginia Housewife

Editorial Introduction
The story of American culinary is diverse and contains many facets. Like a well
composed plate, its many elements coalesce nicely to form a cohesive meal— each with its
unique story to tell beyond the plate. In his US Comprehensive Survey class (HIST 2110) at
Georgia Southern University, Prof. Michael Hall assigns the Old Southern Cookery essay, which
challenges students to do just that. Old Southern Cookery: Mary Randolph's Recipes from
America’s First Regional Cookbook Adapted for Today’s Kitchen (2020) is a comprehensible
interpretation of what is truly America’s first culinary companion, The Virginia Housewife
(1824), by Mary Randolph. Old Southern Cookery is authored by Dr. Christopher Hendricks,
who worked with his mother to produce this text. It is adapted and revised from Mary
Randolph’s original works, however, with the modernization of her recipes in Old Southern
Cookery, Mary Randolph’s recipes are more easily executed by any present day, at-home cook.
For the assignment, Prof. Hall’s students must discuss Mary Randolph biographically, her work,
The Virginia Housewife, and her work’s lasting legacy. In addition to this discussion, the student
must cook one of her recipes, document the process, and photograph the dish. This assignment is
unique because it serves as an intimate, hands-on, learning experience. The recipes that are
crafted by the students are made with fuller appreciation as they come to understand the recipe’s
historical context. The essays in this collection present three distinct dishes as history springs
from the pages of Mary Randolph’s recipes and onto the dinner plate. Like a tasty morsel, each
essay leaves the reader hungry for more, and will hopefully move to inspire the reader to pick up
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Old Southern Cookery to try making one of Mary’s recipes for themselves. (Guest editor, Asa
Roberts)

Mary Randolph and The Virginia Housewife

Asa Roberts
Georgia Southern University

American culinary does not start with Mary Randolph (the indigenous population was
cooking well before the first Pilgrims arrived), however, she gave America’s culinary tradition
its definition and it therefore cannot be discussed without her. American culinary, in general
terms, is often regarded as Southern cuisine. Obviously, different regions throughout the United
States have their distinct offerings, but—put broadly, the American cooking tradition is steeped
in Southern cuisine. This is because Mary Randolph delivered the definitive American cookbook
in 1824, which is distinctly Southern. With its monolithic impact, the American cooking
tradition truly starts with her.
Mary Randolph is born August 9th, 1762, to a deeply rooted Virginia family. She was the
oldest of thirteen children. Because of her family’s fortunate station, she was not only educated
through private tutelage, but was also taught the skills necessary to operate a large estate. Her
upbringing would serve her well after she married her cousin, David Meade Randolph, who was
recipient of a plantation along the James River. In her own house, Mary Randolph exemplified
mastery over the skills she was taught from her upbringing. Not only did she manage the house’s
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accounts and supervise its 40 enslaved servants, she also gained apprehensive knowledge of the
food their plantation produced, how to store and preserve it, prepare it, and present it for meal
times. This not only served the practical utility of feeding her family, but the Randolphs enjoyed
hosting myriad guests—especially after relocating to the capital after David Randolph was
appointed a US Marshall by George Washington—and her hospitality and cooking became
trademark virtues of great renown associated with her house.
The fare that became associated with Mary Randolph’s house grew to be legendary to her
visitors. Her recipes were both: of her own design and a product of her lineage. Acquiring
recipes and tips on homemaking was popular among high society. Women would record such
favored recipes, creating recipe books to pass on to their daughters. This is such a precious
aspect which details the lineage of America’s culinary traditions—and Mary Randolph’s case
was no different. Coming from such a deeply rooted Virginia family, the manifest of recipes
which she would inherit contained some recipes dating as far back as 1700. By recording her
own recipes to such a manifest, she was continuing an American culinary tradition in itself. Mary
Randolph clearly enjoyed cooking, and her recipes were wrought through years of intimate
experience and refinement. Her ability to teach her methods and her recipes are only
compounded by the stellar praise she would receive from her guests, as she herself would be
entertaining them while enslaved servants would cook the recipes she had taught them.
Eventually, the Randolphs would fall upon hard times. After David’s cousin, Thomas
Jefferson, was elected as the third United States president, Randolph was accused of rigging a
jury against pamphleteer James T. Callender who wrote against the Federalists. For this charge,
Thomas Jefferson removed his cousin David from his government post (David Randolph was a
Federalist and Thomas Jefferson a Democratic-Republican. James T. Callender would
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admonishingly write against George Washington and the Federalist party. Hilariously, Thomas
Jefferson would later anger James T. Callender who would then write gossip regarding
Jefferson’s affairs with his enslaved mistress, Sally Hemming—a topic which Mary Randolph
relished discussing). This was a pivotal moment for the Randolph family as their setbacks would
seemingly domino into further financial strife and nearly lead to ruin. David would sell his
plantation holdings and other plots of land in the midst of a recession where once-valuable
plantation commodities (such as tobacco) and land prices were so low that the money from these
sales simply were not enough to make ends meet. Sadly, the Randolph family would sell off their
beloved house near the capital and settle into a home which they rented. At this point, David
refocused his energies into energy production, and partnered in a coal mining operation in
Richmond, Virginia, where the Randolphs would later relocate. David also spent time avidly
inventing and patenting techniques at this time, and would move to England in to study coal
mining operations there and (hopefully) find investors for his inventions.
With David gone to Britain, Mary Randolph set to begin her own endeavor. Possessing
such mastery of cooking, home keeping, and hospitality, Mary Randolph opened a boarding
house. She believed that all who had experienced her memorable hospitality would certainly
prefer to stay at her boarding house whenever they were in transit—plus, Richmond had a need
for the level of hospitality Mary Randolph could provide. Although it was not common for a
woman of her status to enter the workforce to sustain her family, Mary Randolph broke that
precedent, and created a market for herself even when others doubted her. She ran a successful
boarding house from 1807 to 1819. David eventually returned from England, and continued to
invent and file for patents. As the Randolphs were advancing in age, they decided to move in
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with their son, William Randolph. It is here, at last, Mary Randolph starts working on what
would become her legacy: in 1824, she would publish her cookbook, The Virginia Housewife.
Mary Randolph’s was not the first published American cookbooks. There were other
popular cookbooks although they were primarily comprised of English recipes. In addition to
such strong English influences, many cookbooks would include unattainable recipes and would
require ingredients that could not be found in the country. This was not the only issue with early
American cookbooks—some authors would simply copycat recipes from other cookbooks. Mary
Randolph’s new-fangled cook book would prove to be as star-spangled as Betsy Ross’ flag.
Mary’s cookbook was well received for a number of reasons: it was attainable in that it did not
include recipes that were too elaborate; it was easy to read; it was inspirational as it included a
melting pot of influences ranging from that of the Native Americans; to the Caribbean; to Spain
and beyond. It was practical. Not merely a tome of recipes, it also aimed to help bring order to a
house and kitchen. Harmony. Mise en place. Peace in the home brought about by setting
everything in its rightful place. This is an effective method still employed in today’s kitchens.
Mise en place emphasizes the economy of movement in order to make a chef’s job easier. David
was even able to get in there a little bit, too, as he likely provided the innovative sketches of
inventions such as a crude “water heater” and “refrigerator” in the 1825 edition.
Mary Randolph died on January 23rd, 1828. She may not have been able to pass down her
family’s manuscript to any daughter of hers, but she passed down some of her manifest to all of
America’s sons and daughters. Her cookbook was undeniably the most significant of the early
American cookbooks. It became the touchstone in American culinary and taught countless cooks,
chefs, novices, and homemakers how to cook for more than a century and her book is the reason
why Southern cuisine is so closely associated with the term ‘American culinary.’ With her
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deeply rooted southern heritage, knowledge of cooking, storing and preserving, home keeping,
and hospitality, Mary Randolph produces the book that would define the American culinary
tradition.

Cooking with Mary Randolph: Three Dishes

Asparagus Chicken Soup

Rochelle Krueger
Georgia Southern University

One unique motif throughout the entire cookbook is the fact that Randolph utilized many
vegetables. According to Hendricks’ text, it “reflected a major change occurring in American
diets beginning around 1780 as vegetable consumption increased dramatically” (124). When
discussing vegetables, asparagus is one of my favorites, and Mary Randolph utilizes it in both, a
broth-based soup and a cream-based soup.
When looking for a recipe to cook, the cool January weather called for soup. I was a little
nervous to make a cream-based soup, as I have only made a broth-based soup before. I chose her
asparagus and chicken soup. I was a little surprised, at first, that the recipe only serves four. I
should think that a batch of soup would serve more, but the portion size was perfect for two
people, with just a little bit left.
The ingredients were asparagus, bacon, onion, chicken and white sauce, which consists of
milk butter and flour. I decided to use thighs because they tend to hold more flavor in them as
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they are fattier. I did wonder what a bunch was considered, but I love asparagus, so I grabbed
two bunches of stalks from the grocery store.
I contemplated using my fire pit outside to attempt to make the soup, but it was a little
too cold and wet for that. I wish I had a gas stove; I recall at my grandmother’s house how much
faster and more efficient it was to cook with a gas stove. It just cooked so much better with an
open flame versus waiting for an electric coil to heat up. When you turn the flame down the
temperature drops fast unlike the electric stove.
I do not own any sieves, but I did happen to have a metal strainer that I used for steaming
vegetables. The idea of using metal, like a foil pan to poke holes in sounded like a lot of fun,
but, alas, I forgot to pick up one. It makes me wonder why one takes out all of the onion, bacon,
and asparagus stalks and only leaves the tips. All of it is edible, maybe it does not look as pretty,
but it certainly tastes good. I do understand that it can be used for other things such as stock for
another soup, animal feed, or compost for the garden.
My friend helped me cook the chicken thighs I bought because he really wanted baked
thighs. The recipe did not say how to cook the chicken, it just called for already cooked chicken.
If my friend was not with me, I was going to purchase a rotisserie chicken so that the bone
marrow would be in the soup. When I first experienced eating cut up chicken with the bones with
my Filipina friend, the taste was amazing.
I made the stock of the soup after chopping up the onion and asparagus. Bringing it to
boil filled my house with the smell of garlic—my own addition, pepper, onion, and asparagus.
Once everything was ready, I separated the liquid and pressed the onion and asparagus stalks
against the metal strainer to sort of juice it into the soup. Looking back, I would probably add
half the amount of onion and keep the ingredients in the broth because it is all edible. It would
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yield a lot more food, so I would need to invite more people over to help eat it or I would have
leftovers for a few days.

Photo 1. Utilizing a metal strainer as a sieve to push the onion, bacon, and asparagus stalks into the pot to make
Mary Randolph’s Asparagus Chicken Soup

Considering how chicken is typically raised now with the hormones, I would probably
add bay leaves to the broth to get the gamey flavor out of it. The ingredients tell me that—in
America in the 1800’s—they were slim to come by so one had to make do with what they
had. The book did a fantastic job of explaining how or why certain things were done a certain
way. I did not like how, in the recipe I chose, it said one could use a food processor, that did not
exist when this recipe was created.
Overall, I would make this soup again. I will probably either add potatoes to it or serve it
with some rice to give it a little more substance. It was very delicious, but not filling—both of us
were hungry after an hour of eating.
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Photo 2. Ro Krueger cutting the asparagus stalks to make the soup base after initially cutting the onion for the soup.

Vegetable Beef Soup

Kelly Butler
Georgia Southern University

Old Southern Cookery contains a myriad of recipes from which to choose. I was
immediately drawn to the desserts section, as I wondered what it was like to make sweets in the
19th century. After reading through, I decided to create something that would be similar to what
was eaten every day in Mary’s lifetime. I finally chose to recreate a soup. Choosing which soup
was easy: vegetable beef soup was a family favorite growing up. My mom would often make this
for dinner year-round. It was something for which my siblings and I would beg her to make. I
was delighted to find this recipe in her cookbook!
Mary’s recipe was harder to understand, when she compared the size of vegetables to
hen’s eggs, and did not use proper measurements. She would recommend a pinch or small
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bundle of an ingredient, at times. I will add she used vividly detailed instructions which were
helpful. Hendricks’ recreation of the recipe was more direct and easier to follow using
measurements that I comprehended. I had the majority of the ingredients already in my fridge. I
followed the recipe’s instructions exactly, for the most part, however, I made a few adjustments
to the ingredients.

Photo 3. The ingredients for this vegetable beef soup

My family and I are big fans of tomatoes, so much that we will just cut one up and eat it
fresh. I added cans of tomatoes to the soup. When I had finished the soup, it tasted very bland
and flavorless. I wondered if this was because they didn’t use many spices in the 19th century, or
if cost or scarcity played a part in using a certain amount. Since the soup tasted bland, I decided
to add more spices, especially salt. My mom has often said that soups tasted better the later you
ate them, which is reassuring wisdom when making soup. I used what she recommended and
made the soups in the morning so they would sit throughout the day. She recommends this
because the seasoning has more time to soak and the meat has more time to absorb all the
flavors. It was great advice and helped make the soup more enjoyable. I invited my family over
to my house so we could all enjoy the soup together! I served the soup with crackers and sweet
tea. I had expected there to be leftovers but was quite surprised when I went to clean up and
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found the pot empty, completely empty! I even considered cutting the recipe in half but I’m glad
I just followed my gut. My family loved it! Not only was the soup delicious, but it was also
extremely easy to prepare! Overall I had a great cooking experience, maybe because I chose an
easy dish or because I’m a perfectionist and followed the instructions exactly. This is a dish I
plan to add to my recipe book!
Mary Randolph wanted to share her recipes, and her passion for culinary left behind a
legacy. Here it is over 100 years later and I am planning to add her recipe to my recipe book!
Cooking in the 19th century had to be much different than today, with having an open fire and a
Dutch oven. It must have taken more work to prepare a meal. The ingredients were simple, and
with vegetable soup, one may have a variety of vegetables to add. With such a short list of
ingredients, I wonder if this was due to cost and resources or if simple was better in Mary’s day.
This recipe tells me that life during the 19th century had to be hard and more work. It was not
just a quick grocery run to get ingredients. It took hard work to prepare a meal for your family. I
am thankful for the legacy Mary Randolph left us. She inspires me to learn more about cooking
and grow my skills.
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Photo 4 and 5. Kelly Butler and her soup

Virginia Gumbo

Asa Roberts
Georgia Southern University

I chose to cook Virginia Gumbo. I have never made a gumbo in my life (although, I make
a mean Cincinnati chili) and always had the thought to try cooking one someday. My wife is also
an avid gardener, and she had a couple things in the garden I would be able to use for a more
authentic flare. For these reasons, the Virginia Gumbo stood out to me. It was not difficult to
make at all, which spoke to the practical nature of Mary Randolph’s vision for the book. I took
only a couple liberties along the way, and I chose chicken as my choice protein. I made a bigger
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batch with the intention of eating this a few times that week, so, I doubled the ingredients than
the recipe stated.
The first modification I made was splitting the ratio equally between water and stock for
some easily added richness in flavor. Unfortunately, I did not have enough okra from our garden
to properly “up” (kitchen lingo) the batch quantity, so I had exactly 2-2 & ½ cups of okra. I did
not realize that our okra plants—being from the spring planting, have nearly stopped producing
except for some random stragglers. Now knowing this, this dish will definitely be made next
year so I can better utilize her okra. Old Southern Cookery instructs the cook to boil the okra for
10 minutes before the next step. I think there is an interesting contrast to observe between the
modern revision and Mary Randolph’s original cookbook at this interval.
The original recipe calls for more okra than the modern revision. Further, it instructs the
cook to add it, along with the onion, into the water at an early hour in the morning. In this
original recipe, the water is not boiling, rather, it is “steadily simmering.” I have a theory as to
why that is. Okra has the love-or-hate “slimy” quality to it. This slimy aspect is called the
mucilage. It is actually quite healthy and good for consumption. I speculate, that having the
water at a steady simmer for so long in addition to using “two double handfuls” of okra
(definitely way more than 2 cups) the effect would actually cause the mucilage to coalesce with
the water, creating a more viscous base. I am not sure, but I have every intention of testing that
theory next year when we have another over-abundance of okra to use.
Okra is a cool ingredient. It originated in Africa, so there is a sort of cultural exchange
happening with this dish, especially given the time period from which it came. Mary combines
elements from another world region to make this excellent dish. Okra also grows really well in
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the South which, again, points to the practical and attainable nature of her cookbook. One would
likely have enough okra to feed a large family, for sure. Smart dish.
Onto the next step: I add the remaining veggies and chicken, salt, and pepper. I used
canned tomatoes and frozen Lima beans. Lima beans are another cool ingredient. I am no expert,
but I would guess that they were used by the Native Americans, since they originated in South
America (hence the name). So, again—another likely cultural exchange happening with this dish,
which is something to get excited about. I decided on another modification, here, because my
wife had planted these “snake gourds” which are very large and hilarious looking. The plant
literally looks like it is growing all of these Moray Eels. They are huge and somewhat abundant
(we typically just sauté them with some veggies to eat as a side or throw them in with spaghetti
sauce to give our jar of sauce some pizazz). So, instead of using yellow squash, I opted to use
what was already in the garden and belonged to the same family—a choice, I’d wager, that Mary
Randolph would have approved had she been in my shoes.
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Photo 6. Snake gourd from my wife’s garden with a (to her chagrin) poorly drawn eel face on it.

While the remaining ingredients were cooking, I make the next move: melt a stick of
butter (on low heat, to prevent browning and scorching) and combine the flour with the melted
butter to create my paste—or slurry?—or roux? –thickening agent. Once finished, I slowly pour
the paste into the gumbo while deliberately stirring it. On medium-high heat, I cook-off the
bacon until it is much crispier than I normally would prefer and pat it dry. I do this, so it is easier
to crumble and use as a garnish. Plus: chopped, limp bacon in a slimy ol’ ochra soup? –way too
many like textures for me. I need that crisp quality with the garnishment to contrast those other
textures in the soup.
At some point during this cooking process, I cooked white rice from a bag. This is a very
important step if you are having gumbo. Rice is another cool ingredient, because rice originates
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in Asia, yet was (somehow, someway) introduced to Africa before the first European explorers
even hit the African coast (So. Neat). Now, it is dinner time, and we sup from a colonial inspired
meal!

Photo 7. Virginia Gumbo

What is super neat about this dish is how uniquely inspired it is. Although slavery is such
a dark and horrible part of United States history, the culinary knowledge that enslaved servants
brought to the colonies and their influence is an undeniable component to America’s cultural
heritage. Gumbo is a West African dish, and here is such a refined example that jumps from
history’s pages as you cook it. As I pondered how perplexing things must be, so that some white
boy from the Midwest can cook a Southern-inspired meal; which actually originated in Africa;
yet utilizes European and indigenous, South American ingredients—I realized that Mary
Randolph’s book not only kindles the American culinary tradition, it keeps alive several culinary
traditions that all converge at a single point in America’s history. She might have learned a
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recipe like this from her mother or grandmother or some other family member, but the dish did
not derive from her family. I felt, like, ‘maybe I chose the wrong recipe?’—at first. This is
“Southern” for us Midwesterners, sure, but its origin is not necessarily so. Then, I had this
realization, that, it must belong to this cookbook. Because the only way a Southerner would have
encountered gumbo would have been from an enslaved African, at some point. With its
inclusion, Mary Randolph very much keeps alive the stories that weave American culinary
together. Not to disgrace it, but to preserve it, and continue its culinary tradition. I would have
never come to this realization had I never spent time cooking this gumbo. I really enjoyed my
time with Mary Randolph, and I pledge to pick her book up, from time to time, and keep the
American culinary tradition alive and tell its stories through her.

Photo 8. Asa Roberts with his second helping of Virginia Gumbo. He forgot to take a picture with himself and the
dish the first time he ever made it. Fortunately, he made it again the weekend he finished this paper because his wife
was craving it and had another photo opp.
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